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ABSTRACT
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
This was the second phase of a two phase mixed methodology 
study. Presented is the qualitative portion consisting of semi-
structured phone interviews conducted with past clients in order to 
examine the relationship of the therapeutic alliance and client 
satisfaction with client retention and termination status. Findings 
were classified into three main categories: therapist characteristics, 
treatment structural characteristics and process characteristics. 
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Therapeutic Alliance and Client Satisfaction From the Client’s Perspective
METHODS and ANALYSIS
BACKGROUND
FINDINGS
CONCLUSIONS
LIMITATIONS
Psychotherapy outcome research indicates that therapy is effective in 
helping clients overcome a variety of problems. Key factors 
associated with positive outcomes in therapy, including the 
therapeutic relationship. The quality of the therapeutic alliance is 
also a significant predictor of treatment outcome. Research has 
demonstrated that client’s satisfaction with therapy is connected with 
positive outcomes in therapy. The purpose of the study was to 
examine the relationship of the therapeutic alliance and client 
satisfaction through semi-structured interviews with past clients. 
 Participants: 12 former clients of a university counseling center
 Procedures: 
Interviewer contacted former clients via phone
Consent was obtained over the phone
Semi-structured interview was completed and lasted 10-15 min 
Each interview was then transcribed and coded
 Qualitative Data Analysis: Open Coding completed by two 
independent coders. The 1st coder coded each question that was asked 
of each participant independently; 2nd coder coded  the whole 
interview.
The relationship between a therapist and a client is fundamental to 
the effectiveness and outcomes of therapy (Antoniou & Blom, 2006).  
Past research indicates relationship factors are more highly 
correlated with client outcome than the specialized treatment 
techniques (Lambert & Barley, 2001). Therapeutic alliance is defined 
as a joint effort in which the therapist and client unite and focus on 
the work of therapy (Sprenkle & Blow, 2004). The therapeutic 
alliance is comprised of three components: goals and  general 
outcomes of therapy; tasks, overt or covert activities that the client 
must engage in for treatment to be beneficial; and bond, which is 
described as the affective quality of a relationship between the 
therapist and client (Safran, Muran, & Rothman, 2006). 
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While each participant interviewed had a different experience with different therapists three distinct categories emerged: therapist characteristic, treatment 
structure characteristics and process characteristic. It was important to the clients that they felt that their therapist was there for them and possessed traits 
that made this relationship seem more natural: friendly, supportive, positive, listened, etc. Interestingly, the participants also mentioned process and 
structural characteristics such as: safe environment, feeling comfortable, homework, etc as important aspects that benefited their experience in treatment. 
These findings confirm what the literature says about the importance of the therapeutic relationship and the self of the therapist. 
There were several limitations in the present study. First, we needed to contact 60 former clients in order to obtain 12  interviews. Its possible that those 
with negative clinical experiences were not inclined to participate in interviews related to the clinic. Secondly, we have not yet conducted member check 
which would enhance rigor of the project. 
Categories Themes Direct Quotes/Data
Therapist 
characteristics
•Cares
•Understands             
•Listens 
•Fosters 
connection
•Empathic
•Focused                                         
Professional 
•Friendly
•Works hard
•Patient 
•Responsive
•Knowledgeable
“…our counselor [was] really patient and very helpful in helping us convey our situation so 
she could understand it.”
“She was very good at keeping me focused on what the issues were.”
“She took time to listen to both of us.”
“They paid attention and made me feel like there was somebody there for me.”
“[The therapist] gave us as many tools as we could to deal with that within our relationship 
without letting it affect our relationship and our marriage.”
“She was pretty warm and welcoming and not at all intimidating.”
“She had a calming effect. Her voice, it just kind of made you calm down.”
“I could tell she was there for the right reasons.”
“I feel like they care for me as a person.”
“…we connected with her.”
“She  didn’t forget to talk about it later.”
“Her willingness to say I am going to need to check on that.”
“She gave me room to make it seem like I was in control of something during the session, and 
yet still guiding me through what we needed to accomplish.”
“…attentive and seemed to genuinely care about what, I was going  through.”
Treatment 
structure  
characteristics
•“Third party”
•Follow up                          
•Mediation
•Homework 
•Creating safe     
environment
“She had a couple of little assignments for us to work on outside of therapy…that seemed to 
help move us forward.”
“Confidentiality issues were reviewed, really made us feel really comfortable. 
“She created a very safe environment. I felt safe to share.”
“…sound homework that I can do and bring back to the next session and we can discuss 
things.”
Process 
characteristics
•Commitment  
•Safety                       
•Comfort                             
•Builds 
confidence
•Communication         
•Different 
perspective         
•Guides process
•Modeling
•Engenders hope 
“She was real good about making me accept the good things and not be dismissive.”
“To be supportive of either one of the attendees without making the other person feel left out.”
“…really modeled and pointed out areas that we felt we were comfortable in but needed more 
work on…in a non demeaning manner.”
“…her wider view of the subject...helping us look at situations that maybe we wouldn’t 
usually look at”
“…for my issues to be resolved…I felt like she put me on that path."
